Learning from Workplace Development Initiatives: External Evaluations versus Internal Understandings by Gustavsen, Bjørn
www.ssoar.info
Learning from Workplace Development
Initiatives: External Evaluations versus Internal
Understandings
Gustavsen, Bjørn
Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article
Zur Verfügung gestellt in Kooperation mit / provided in cooperation with:
Rainer Hampp Verlag
Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Gustavsen, B. (2008). Learning from Workplace Development Initiatives: External Evaluations versus Internal
Understandings. International Journal of Action Research, 4(1+2), 15-38. https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-
ssoar-412960
Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer Deposit-Lizenz (Keine
Weiterverbreitung - keine Bearbeitung) zur Verfügung gestellt.
Gewährt wird ein nicht exklusives, nicht übertragbares,
persönliches und beschränktes Recht auf Nutzung dieses
Dokuments. Dieses Dokument ist ausschließlich für
den persönlichen, nicht-kommerziellen Gebrauch bestimmt.
Auf sämtlichen Kopien dieses Dokuments müssen alle
Urheberrechtshinweise und sonstigen Hinweise auf gesetzlichen
Schutz beibehalten werden. Sie dürfen dieses Dokument
nicht in irgendeiner Weise abändern, noch dürfen Sie
dieses Dokument für öffentliche oder kommerzielle Zwecke
vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, aufführen, vertreiben oder
anderweitig nutzen.
Mit der Verwendung dieses Dokuments erkennen Sie die
Nutzungsbedingungen an.
Terms of use:
This document is made available under Deposit Licence (No
Redistribution - no modifications). We grant a non-exclusive, non-
transferable, individual and limited right to using this document.
This document is solely intended for your personal, non-
commercial use. All of the copies of this documents must retain
all copyright information and other information regarding legal
protection. You are not allowed to alter this document in any
way, to copy it for public or commercial purposes, to exhibit the
document in public, to perform, distribute or otherwise use the
document in public.
By using this particular document, you accept the above-stated
conditions of use.
International Journal of Action Research 4(1+2), 15-38 
ISSN 1861-1303 (print), ISSN 1861-9916 (internet), © Rainer Hampp Verlag, www.Hampp-Verlag.de 
Learning from Workplace Development 
Initiatives: External Evaluations versus  
Internal Understandings 
Bjørn Gustavsen 
In efforts to promote new forms of work organization, the use of exem-
plary cases and the notion of best practices have played a key role. There 
are, however, major problems associated with diffusing experience from 
such sources to new workplaces. To reach out in working life and attain 
scope in the changes, there is a need for other strategies. To explore  
options and potentials in this context, workplace development programs 
have been launched in several countries. The purpose of this article is to 
look at some of the programs that have emerged in the Scandinavian  
context, with a view to seeing how the issue of scope has been approached 
and what can be learnt from the programs. In association with the learning 
issue, the evaluations done of the programs will be the point of departure. 
The article will, consequently, highlight questions associated with  
evaluations: Are they read? What discourses, if any, do they enter?  
Are they acted upon? 
Key words: programs, learning, networks, distributive strategies, region-
alisation 
Introduction
Change and development in working life can be initiated from many quar-
ters; in most cases the initiative comes from local management and is 
carried through in processes based on some degree of involvement from the 
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employees concerned. In a number of countries, in particular in Western 
Europe, there have, however, emerged initiatives beyond this, in the form of 
what can be called programs. In most cases a program aims at making enter-
prise level actors initiate change and offers support to the processes that 
emerge if the local parties decide to make real the intentions of the program. 
Beyond this, programs can be of many different kinds.  
When systematic efforts to change work organization first appeared in 
program form – the first known case is the Industrial Democracy Program to 
appear in Norway in the 1960s (Emery/Thorsrud 1976) – the main idea was 
to create “models” that could function as examples for working life in gen-
eral. The examples demanded a substantial investment in the workplaces that 
were to play this role; in the early phase taking the form of experiments along 
the lines suggested by Kurt Lewin. When the lighthouse cases were to form 
the nucleii in broader processes of diffusion, problems did, however, emerge. 
These are well known and much discussed and often rotate around the diffi-
culties associated with lifting ideas out of one context and implementing 
them in another. While different workplaces may have characteristics in 
common, there will generally also be numerous aspects that differ, and in any 
process of diffusion these differences need to be considered. Furthermore, 
workplaces do not only differ in terms of production systems and associated 
work relationships, they also differ in terms of broader social characteristics, 
such as the degree of trust between management and employees, the extent to 
which they belong to unions and employer associations, and much more. 
As efforts to create processes of diffusion accumulated, the emphasis on 
differences and associated complexities increased. The idea that a few light-
house cases could be used to achieve broad change in working life was 
successively abandoned, in favour of more complex views. This was the 
context where many of the workplace development programs saw daylight: 
They were often intended to identify model characteristics, or best practices, 
but they were also generally built on the recognition that there was no direct 
way from best practices to broad change. To achieve scope in change, there 
was a need to consider complexities and differences, and most programs had 
as a main intention to find creative ways in which to do this. When looking at 
what has come out of the various programs it is necessary to keep this dual 
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purpose in mind. While many observers tend to identify programs on the 
basis of what best practices they argue, the generally most important problem 
for most programs has been the issue of how to reach out in scope. 
Learning from programs is the main theme of this article The discussion 
will be based on four initiatives that can be said to answer to the notion of 
program: First, the joint workplace development initiatives of the labour 
market parties in Norway in the period 1983 to 1990; second, the LOM 
program in Sweden (1985 – 1990) , one of several efforts to promote the 
workplace development agreement between the labour market parties in 
Sweden, financed and organized by the Work Environment Fund; third, the 
Enterprise Development 2000 program in Norway (1994 – 2000) , financed 
and organized by the Research Council of Norway and launched to support 
the workplace development agreement between the labour market parties in 
Norway and, fourth, the Value Creation 2010 program in Norway (2000 – 
2007), a sequel to the Enterprise Development 2000 program, but with a 
stronger regional dimension. All these efforts were made subject to evalua-
tions and the evaluations will be the point of departure for the discussion. 
Using several programs and evaluations, it is possible to compare not only 
the programs but also the evaluations: are there differences, in what do they 
consist and what significance did they have? These programs form, further-
more, a sequence in the sense that they build on each other. New programs 
were designed on the basis of experiences from previous ones, the evalua-
tions included. This makes it possible to evaluate the evaluations: What role 
did they play when new initiatives were taken? 
The agreements on development and the initial positioning of research 
Both in Sweden and Norway research had, in the later 1960s and early 1970s, 
been involved in action research programs in working life. In the 1970s these 
initiatives successively died out and there was a call for a new start. In 1982 
the Swedish as well as the Norwegian labour market parties made agreements 
on development. Against the background of the 1960s and 70s, when work 
and workplace relationships were subject to much debate and initiatives from 
different groups of actors, nation state politicians included, the agreements 
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must be seen as a move from the labour market parties towards gaining more 
control of workplace development processes. The agreements reflected, 
furthermore, the recognition that scope was becoming the critical issue rather 
than establishment of criteria and exemplary cases. With scope as the major 
dimension, the labour market parties, as broad membership organizations, 
saw themselves as being in a central position.  
The purpose of the agreements was first and foremost to mobilise the 
workplace actors to focus more strongly on work and workplace relationships 
and become more creative in developing new solutions within this area. They 
did not, however, lay down specific criteria for what should be considered the 
good work organization. 
Although the agreements were fairly parallel, the strategies chosen for 
implementation were different. During the 1970s there had been a strong 
increase in the focus on workplace issues in Sweden and a Fund under tripar-
tite steering – the Work Environment Fund – had been established as a core 
actor on policy level (Oscarsson 1997). With a budget growing from about 25 
mill. SEK in 1972, to about 800 million in the early 1990s (according to 
today`s exchange rate, about SEK 9 equals one Euro), the Fund launched a 
series of programs to promote labour – management co-operation as a main 
driver in workplace development. The programs unfolded under different 
headings. The first one was dedicated to the issue of work organization and 
work environment, the second to leadership, organization and co-
determination, the third to competence, and so on. Altogether about 10 
programs were launched, roughly expressing the same pattern: The running 
time was five years and the main purpose of each program was to inquire into 
specific aspects of work roles and work relationships and explore new ways 
of shaping these aspects. While each program was dedicated to a set of 
specific issues, the sum total of programs was supposed to, over time, cover 
working life as a whole and confront all major issues and diffusion problems. 
Although with some differences between the programs, they were gener-
ally built on the assumption that the enterprise level actors themselves had 
the competence called for to carry through the changes. External resources 
were intended to function as trigger mechanisms, to some extent as support, 
as rapporteur and as evaluator. Research was only one of several types of 
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actors seen relevant in this kind of context and research was largely intended 
to cover the two last functions. In actual practice the situation often became 
more complex: Research was supposed to perform its tasks in close co-
operation with the actors concerned and was, consequently, sometimes 
brought into situations where two-way communication with those concerned 
became a necessity and where research could not avoid exerting some degree 
of influence on what happened in practice. Although the use of research was 
fairly conventional, the element of active participation in the workplace 
development processes was sufficiently strong to warrant a more outright 
investment in an action research program. The second of the initiatives of the 
Work Environment Fund (LOM; short for the Swedish concepts for leader-
ship, organization and co-determination) was to be this program. 
Lacking substantial means to support the process, the efforts of the 
agreement on development in Norway became much more modest. The 
labour market parties concentrated on offering some measures that could 
promote relevant local activities. In particular three measures were identified; 
project support, conferences and project fellowships (for a closer discussion 
of these measures see Gustavsen 1993). The conferences – initially called 
mapping conferences, later renamed into dialogue conferences – appeared as 
the main kind of effort: The conferences were intended to bring the local 
parties in each enterprise together and in a new kind of setting where emphasis 
was on joint agenda setting, open discussions, equal rights, rotation of tasks and 
similar. With approximately 450 conferences being organized throughout the 
1980s, the conferences turned out to be a popular kind of effort. 
The role of research, in the Norwegian context, was to participate in the 
formation of the agreement and in the development of the measures, in 
particular the conferences. Research could participate in a limited number of 
conferences only, and had to develop design criteria that made it possible for 
the enterprise level actors to run the conferences themselves. Throughout the 
1980s the conference concept and associated procedures were successively 
developed in terms of participation, process and functions (for presentations 
of the notion of dialogue conference see Gustavsen/Engelstad 1986; Gus-
tavsen 2001).  
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When the LOM program was launched in Sweden, the emphasis on dia-
logue, communication and new discourse relationships between the enterprise 
actors developed in Norway was adopted. The resources of the Work Envi-
ronment Fund made it possible to take this kind of strategy several steps 
further, through pursuing the dialogue concept in terms of a program where 
research could become directly involved in development processes in a 
substantial number of workplaces. In linking research to workplaces, the idea 
of geographically distributed nodes was applied (Gustavsen 2006). The 
participants were, as a point of departure, organized in small networks of four 
organizations and to each such network research resources were attached. 
With more than 60 researchers participating in the program, distributed on 
about 15 different research institutions, it became possible to support a number 
of network formations all over the country. In this way the first steps were 
taken towards transforming the challenge of diffusion from making impulses 
from a few organizations bear on many, to one of creating parallel processes 
where each process could grow through recruiting new participants. 
While the LOM program was made subject to a substantial evaluation, the 
research efforts associated with the workplace development agreement in 
Norway were too limited to count as a program, and were not evaluated as 
such. Around 1990 there appeared, however, two sets of events that could, 
both, be said to throw some light on the issue of evaluation. 
Evaluations 
When the agreements between the Norwegian Confederation of Business and 
Industry and the Confederation of Trade Unions were up for renegotiation in 
1990, both parties expressed satisfaction with how the agreement had func-
tioned so far. With about 450 conferences and maybe as much as 5 to 600 
enterprises having been in contact with the agreement, they saw it as meeting 
a real need among the membership. The point that less than 10% of the users 
had moved beyond, say, a conference to perform more thorough going 
change was not interpreted to indicate that the agreement was on the wrong 
track, but that the agreement needed to be strengthened in terms of measures 
and resources. Along with the revision of the agreement, the labour market 
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parties decided to place more emphasis on co-operation between enterprises 
in the form of networks and industry programs and they also decided to 
support investment in more research resources. It took several years before an 
increase in research resources could be made real, but the intention was 
clearly expressed, and had to be interpreted as expressing a positive view on 
the contributions of research. 
The main characteristic of the LOM evaluation (Naschold 1993) was an 
emphasis on international comparison. As a point of departure, the evaluation 
identified the dialogue-oriented approach of the LOM program and saw this 
as different from the approaches generally preferred by US, German or 
Japanese firms. While all three, like Sweden, make efforts to promote par-
ticipation, participation is often developed within frameworks that place 
rather strong restrictions on the scope and content of the participation. In US 
enterprises, participation is as a rule orchestrated by management in each 
separate enterprise. In Germany participation has more of an independent 
platform, but is generally supposed to take place in such a way that objec-
tively defined, technologically oriented design ideas are promoted. The 
Japanese pattern, emerging from the idea of taking ordinary production 
workers out of their jobs and let them perform quality circle and similar work 
for periods of time, was found to be closer to the Swedish model but still in 
important respects different. The belief in objectively given design criteria 
was seen to be stronger, as well as the emphasis on business-based co-
operation between enterprises. While the LOM approach, with its emphasis 
on the mechanisms that generate organization, rather than on what kind of 
organization to apply, gives more freedom to the actors concerned – not least 
the workers – the committee also saw this kind of approach as too strongly 
based on specific Scandinavian traditions and a corresponding neglect of the 
harsh realities of international competition. 
The German evaluators did not, however, on this background, argue a re-
versal of the LOM strategy. Rather, the point was seen as making it more 
internationally competitive by using more resources to promote dialogue-
oriented, open-ended processes in the workplaces. This point leads up to a 
main issue as this evaluation is concerned: The evaluation did not single out 
programs of comparable size and budget, but chose to look at the overall 
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development of large industrial cultures. Obviously, a small program in a 
small country could not compete directly with, say, the sum total of the acts 
of Japanese industry and in this respect the comparison became somewhat 
skewed. To this could also be added that with less ambitious criteria the 
practical results of the program improved substantially. Out of the 72 enter-
prises that actually developed a project within the framework of the program, 
62 achieved improved employee participation, which was actually the main 
goal of the program. If the time horizon was lengthened, results also im-
proved. A study made a few years later indicated more changes in more 
enterprises but largely enterprises that had joined forces with each other 
through the formation of networks (Engelstad/Gustavsen 1993). 
At approximately the same time, the Ministry of Labour – to which the 
Work Research Institute belonged at the time – asked the Research Council 
of Norway to perform an evaluation of the institute. A committee of three 
researchers – two Americans and one Danish-American – came up with a 
strongly critical report, where action research was the main target of critique, 
on the argument that it did not meet relevant standards of science (Norges 
Forskningsråd 1991). The Ministry was advised to close the institute and 
redirect the money into work environment surveys. 
There emerged no debate – public or other – where these different views 
were contrasted to each other. In fact, there did not even appear debates 
linked to each separate evaluation. The closest one came to a debate was the 
process surrounding the revision of the Norwegian agreement on workplace 
development. This process took place in a conference hotel over a period of 
three days and involved about 15 participants from each of the parties. When 
the LOM evaluation was presented in Stockholm, almost nobody from the 
Work Environment Fund, the labour market parties, the ministries concerned, 
or industry itself, showed up and no further discussions were arranged. The 
evaluation of the Work Research Institute was placed on the shelf, the reason 
being that it was found to be beside the point: The institute in case belongs to 
the so-called institute sector, which was originally established to perform 
applied research and in other ways create links to practical processes. Beyond 
the proposal to invest more in work environment surveys – a kind of effort of 
which there existed numerous from before, very few with any practical 
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impact – the evaluation contained no suggestions for alternative strategies. 
The Research Council saw the challenge as developing notions of science 
consistent with the demands of development processes, not as a withdrawal 
to a pure descriptive-analytic role. 
Neither the LOM- nor the Work Research Institute evaluations had any 
direct impact on later events. There was no follow-up on the LOM program. 
Some years later a program built on the same ideas appeared in the health 
services but for reasons other than a wish to deepen the experiences from the 
LOM program. The LOM program came to be the only major effort at pro-
moting action research in working life in Sweden during the period after 
1980. Projects in individual enterprises and networks have appeared later and 
a more general turn has occurred in Swedish work research, towards what is, 
however, called interactive research rather than action research (see special 
issue of International Journal of Action Research, 3(3) in 2007). Interactive 
research is conventional in the sense that it is largely descriptive but it fo-
cuses on practical problems and takes place in close contact with the actors 
concerned and in such a way that practices are often influenced. There is an 
element of the LOM strategy in this, but the notion of interactive research is 
also influenced by the kind of role assigned to research in most of the Work 
Environment Fund programs, where research was used for the purpose of 
performing inquiries into specific areas, but in close contact with those 
concerned.  
The Work Research Institute was not closed, nor were investments in 
questionnaire studies of working life increased; if anything, the belief in such 
studies has continued to decline. Instead, an initiative strongly influenced by 
the LOM program emerged, out of a combination of the intentions of the 
labour market parties to strengthen their approach to local development and 
the need of the Research Council to further explore strategies where practical 
impact and research proedures could be combined. Even the LOM evaluation 
played a role in the Norwegian context. While few read the evaluation its 
existence was known and it was known that even though the evaluation 
pointed at major shortcomings in the LOM program, as well as in workplace 
development strategies in Scandinavia in general, the ideas behind the pro-
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gram were evaluated as promising and it was also recognized that the pro-
gram had been able to achieve significant results in some cases.  
Enterprise development 2000 
In Norway, the co-operation with research did not get going in a more sub-
stantial sense until 1994 when Enterprise Development 2000 (ED 2000) was 
launched in the form of a co-operation between the labour market parties, the 
Research Council of Norway and Innovation Norway. In the year 2000 this 
program was replaced by “Value Creation 2010” which was, in turn, replaced 
by a program called “Measures for regional R&D and innovation” in 2007.  
ED 2000 built to a large extent on the LOM strategy and the idea of pro-
moting the notion of democratic dialogue through linking research to a 
number of geographically distributed networks of enterprises. On the basis of 
experience from the LOM program, where many of these combinations had 
been fragile and unstable, much more consideration was, in ED 2000, paid to 
the link-up between research and enterprises. The local representatives of the 
labour market parties were also assigned a more active role. 
ED 2000 was, from the beginning, equipped with an international bench-
marking group (with members from Sweden, Germany, Finland, France and 
the UK). The task of the benchmarking group was to keep track of the pro-
gram and provide a basis for evaluation for the program owners and program 
board. The evaluation team was, in other words, assigned to the program 
from the start rather than brought in at the end. When the program was 
drawing towards a close, the benchmarking group organised an evaluation. 
What did this focus on and what was its significance for the next program 
phase? 
Compared to the LOM evaluation the differences are striking. While, in 
the LOM evaluation, global challenges and trends constituted the background 
against which the more specific activities of the program were held up, the 
ED 2000 evaluation went directly to fairly concrete but also limited issues 
like how the program was received by enterprise level actors, what kind of 
projects emerged, what actors were involved in the projects, how satisfied 
they were with the results, and similar (Bakke 2001). Generally, the core 
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theme of the evaluation was the degree to which the program had penetrated 
the enterprises and become anchored in management and the local union. 
Although some shortcomings were pointed out, the evaluation left no doubt 
that such penetration had actually taken place in about 40 to 50 enterprises 
and that the program was worth following up. This led to a new program, 
called Value Creation 2010, with a somewhat larger budget and a ten year 
running time. 
Avoiding a broad discourse on general issues, the evaluation did not fall 
victim to the problem of the LOM evaluation: lack of a definable audience. 
On the other hand, in speaking to those directly involved in the program, it 
did not contribute to the development of a broader interest in workplace 
development issues. 
Value Creation 2010 
Although building on ED 2000, Value Creation 2010 (VC 2010) also came to 
represent a new approach in certain respects. Central in this context was the 
regional dimension. Around 2000, several steps were taken by national 
political bodies to promote a regionalisation of processes pertaining to eco-
nomic development. Of significance to VC 2010 were, in particular, two 
aspects of this process: First, the establishment of regional partnerships as 
specific bodies responsible for regional development plans. Generally con-
sisting of a representative of the regional authorities, a regional representative 
of Innovation Norway (a state agency for the promotion of innovation), one 
representative from each of the regional offices of the labour market parties 
and often even representatives of the regional institutions for research and 
higher education, the partnerships were – and are – intended to promote a 
consensus-based governance function as economic development is con-
cerned. There is one such partnership in each of the 19 administrative regions 
into which Norway is divided. Second, in connection with the drive towards 
regionalisation, more attention was to be paid to the region as the arena for 
the formation of such phenomena as enterprise networks and clusters. The 
underlying idea was that networks and clusters demand relationships of co-
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operation and trust between the actors concerned and that relationships with 
these qualities are often anchored in local-regional environments. 
VC 2010 was designed to reflect these aspects. The efforts should, as far 
as possible, be linked to the regional development plans and the support to 
network formations should put emphasis on local relationships as the plat-
forms for the formation of clusters and networks of enterprises. 
As the name indicates, VC 2010 was intended to run until the year 2010. 
It was, however, transformed into a new program as early as 2007. This had 
to do with the growing pressure towards making more of the efforts of the 
Research Council more explicitly regional. VC 2010 was, consequently, not 
made subject to any final evaluation. There was, however, a mid-term evalua-
tion. This was, according to the standard procedures of the Research Council, 
made subject to a bid in open competition and a UK-based research and 
consultancy firm by the name of Technopolis, which had previously done an 
evaluation of the Research Council of Norway, was chosen. On what did this 
evaluation focus and what was its impact? 
After a fairly sketchy presentation and discussion of the activities of the 
program, the evaluation focussed on two points of criticism (Arnold et al. 
2005): 
The first point was that the program, due to its dependence on the co-
operation between The Confederation of Norwegian Business and Industry 
and the Confederation of Trade Unions, was largely limited to “traditional 
industry. The evaluators argued strongly for the need to reach broader seg-
ments of working life. To achieve this they argued that the program should be 
broken loose from these specific parties and turned into a general public 
service program. The program would then be better able to reach actors 
belonging to other labour market organizations – of which there are several – 
as well as the unorganized. 
The second main critical perspective pertained to the partnership dimen-
sion. While ED 2000, at least as a broad principle, had focused on enterprises 
and enterprise networks, the main new dimension in VC 2010 was the re-
gional partnerships. The researchers participating in the program were not 
only supposed to help bring projects correspond to the goals and activities of 
the regional development plans, they were also supposed to help promote the 
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formation and work processes of the partnerships. The evaluators saw this 
orientation towards the partnerships as expanding the program too much. 
When added to the existing tasks associated with the development of work-
places and enterprise networks, partnership directed activities went beyond 
what the program resources made realistic. The evaluators proposed that the 
efforts of the program were limited to the levels that had been in focus in ED 
2000: the workplace and the network. 
No effort was made to compare VC 2010 to related efforts like the other 
programs discussed above, the ongoing work organization program in 
Finland (Alasoini 2006; Arnkil 2008) or the national campaigns to change 
work organization run in Sweden and Denmark in the 1990s (Gustavsen 
2007). Nor were programs in other European countries – such as in Germany 
(Fricke 2000) and France (Pelletier 2007) – discussed and no attention was 
paid to broader issues of labour management co-operation in general. 
Excepting one short conference, organised by the VC 2010 program, for 
the presentation of the evaluation report, no further discussion occurred, be it 
in the Research Council, among the labour market parties or other actors. The 
concrete events unfolding after the evaluation went in almost the opposite 
direction of the evaluation proposals. To start with the partnership issue, this 
was, by the Research Council, made into a core dimension of the new pro-
gram. In evaluating applications for this program the Research Council has 
gone so far as to actually say that unless the efforts of research are part of an 
overall regional development plan created by a credible partnership, even 
high quality research contributions will not be supported. This forces research 
into a context where the partnerships become the keys to continued support 
and make the partnerships objects of influence in whatever way research is 
able to exercise influence.  
The idea of breaking out of the confines constituted by traditional industry 
as the core joint area of the Confederation of Business and Industry and the 
Confederation of Trade Unions has fared somewhat better, although in a 
different way than suggested by the evaluators. What is actually happening is 
not that the links between the program and the traditional labour market 
parties are severed, but that initiatives are taken to diffuse the kind of co-
operation existing between these parties to other actors in working life. The 
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new program presupposes that the regional partnerships can span across 
different segments of working life and bring together actors organized in the 
Confederation of Business and Industry and the Confederation of Trade 
Unions with members of other organizations, such as the confederations of 
public employers or the confederations of unions organizing people in white 
collar and/or academic work. Even actors who are not members of any union 
or employer organization are supposed to participate.  
Another major event is the establishment of a joint committee, not unlike 
the board of the agreement on development, between the Confederation of 
Trade Unions on the one hand and the Confederation of Employers in Trade 
and Service on the other. What is happening is a successive expansion of the 
notion of co-operation as originally developed between the Confederation of 
Business and Industry and the Confederation of Trade Unions, into new 
fields. In this, numerous problems will appear and many have appeared 
already. What is clear, however, is that the expansion into new areas of 
working life will not take place through pulling the issue of workplace co-
operation out of the hands of the Confederation of Business and Industry and 
the corresponding Confederation of Trade Unions, but by moving stepwise 
from the traditional parties to new groups of actors. 
Global issues versus workplace operationals 
Common to the LOM evaluation and the VC 2010 evaluation is that they 
both applied “a grand perspective”, in the sense that they related the efforts of 
the program to what can be called large issues: The LOM evaluation to the 
issue of work roles and work relationships within the framework of global 
competition, the VC 2010 evaluation to the issue of labour market organiza-
tion and co-operation. The evaluations had, furthermore, major critical points 
to make in this context: The LOM evaluation that workplace co-operation in 
Scandinavia was too much of an inward directed process, with too strong 
links to historical and internal challenges within these countries, and a corre-
sponding neglect of evolving international challenges, such as the Japanese 
productivity strategies and lean production. The VC 2010 evaluation made 
the point that the most advanced forms of co-operation and corresponding 
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development occurred within an area that was too narrow and needed to be 
radically expanded for co-operation to be a main driver in the working life of 
the future.  
Contrary to this, the ED 2000 evaluation focussed on what may look like 
more trivial issues, in particular how and in what way the projects had pene-
trated the enterprises, what involvement could be seen from local manage-
ment and union leadership, what the projects were about and why enterprises 
formed networks with each other. The evaluation talked to those actors 
among the labour market parties who were directly involved in the program 
and its steering functions and contributed to the investment in VC 2010. On 
the other hand; this focus implied that no consideration was given to the 
broader issues surrounding the program and to how to equip the new program 
cycle with the resources needed to embark on discourses on such themes as 
those that were taken up by the VC 2010 mid-term evaluation. 
“The Scandinavian model” 
The Nordic, or Scandinavian, countries are thought to pay more consideration 
to the issue of work organization than is generally the case, at least in Europe. 
On the European work organization surveys organised by the European 
Foundation for the improvement of Living and Working Conditions (i.e. 
2007) the Scandinavian countries appear with the highest scores on worker 
autonomy. This is often interpreted in terms of society level characteristics, in 
particular the social democratic, or mixed economy, nature of the political 
system of these countries (i.e. Lorenz/Valeyre 2005). Through a high degree 
of organization in the labour market, and the development of a strong element 
of co-operation between the labour market parties, and between these parties, 
and the political authorities, a climate of co-operation and mutual trust has 
evolved over time. This climate is, in turn, thought to give rise to trust-based 
forms of work organization, with work roles characterised by autonomy at 
the core.
If we look at the long historical lines there is obviously an element of 
truth in this kind of explanation of “Scandinavian exceptionalism”. However, 
if patterns of work organization are promoted by a national “political cli-
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mate”, this “climate” must find some kind of expression. A major element in 
this expression must be a discourse, or a national conversation, on work and 
organization. In such a conversation issues like the overall competitiveness of 
“the Scandinavian model” compared to models from other parts of the world, 
or the fate of “the Scandinavian model” in a working life where traditional 
industry is shrinking, would have to be core topics. This notwithstanding, the 
LOM evaluation as well as the VC 2010 evaluation, focussing on, respectively, 
the first and the second of these themes, met nothing but a massive silence.  
There are, of course, different possible explanations. One can be that al-
though the reports dealt with critical issues, the reports themselves lacked the 
legitimacy needed to make an impact on the national discourse. The LOM 
evaluation committee consisted of a professor of labour policy at the Science 
Centre in Berlin, a member of the managerial board of Daimler-Benz Hold-
ing AG and a head of section of the Metalworkers Union in Germany. This is 
probably the most high ranking and legitimate external group that has ever 
expressed views on work life issues in Scandinavia. The VC 2010 evaluation 
was headed by a researcher/consultant who had previously headed an evalua-
tion of the Norwegian Research Council, an evaluation that attracted a lot of 
attention. It is also quite clear that both evaluations were geared to enter just 
such national discourses rather than the more limited groups of people re-
sponsible for the operative characteristics of the programs in each case. Since 
it is difficult to interpret the silence in terms of a lack of penetrative power of 
the evaluations as such, the most reasonable explanation is that there are no 
national discourses of the kind that could receive and incorporate these 
evaluations. There is, in other words, no “Scandinavian model” that has mani-
fested itself in terms of a society level discourse on work and organization. 
This notwithstanding, there are forces at work within this area, otherwise 
it is not likely that the Scandinavian countries would have scored as high on 
autonomy in work as they actually do. But what kind of forces? 
Towards local-regional networks as the core learning unit 
The period from the launching of the LOM program and until the present day 
covers 25 years. The programs discussed above have all occurred in a context 
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and this context has not been static. To some extent the programs have, 
themselves, influenced this context. In looking at the period as a whole, it is 
possible to identify a trend towards an increasing emphasis on the local-
regional: In the early 1980s, there were still many actors who believed that 
working life could be changed through processes diffusing outwards from 
one centre. If we go further back, there was a belief in the ability of high 
profile exemplary cases to function as this centre. By the 1980s some modifi-
cations had occurred. The centre, as represented by, for instance, the Work 
Environment Fund in Sweden, was seen more as a bearer of a pedagogic role 
than as the generator of models or best practice cases. The complexity of 
reality had become more accepted and the need to adapt strategies to variable 
enterprise level contexts was better understood. The Work Environment Fund 
proceeded, however, in most programs from the notion of linking change 
processes to themes rather than to, say, local-regional groups of actors. The 
themes cut across working life and could, in many cases, bring widely dis-
persed actors together in one and the same effort. 
The regional orientation of ED 2000 and VC 2010 emerged in a process 
of interaction with the environment and the successive recognition that the 
primary change agent in the field of work organization is what can loosely be 
referred to as “local networks”. By “local” is meant that they exist within a 
geographical area more narrow than the nation state. In most cases they have 
their point of departure in a few individuals who, for some reason or other, 
have become interested in the issue of work organization and have started to 
launch efforts within this area. In Scandinavia, these core groups generally 
consist of managers and union representatives, sometimes other actors as 
well, for instance researchers. From each core group a process of diffusion 
often takes place, in the form of a growing number of actors joining the 
group. Eventually, fairly broad networks and clusters of enterprises can 
emerge. Among the networks supported by the ED 2000/VC 2010 programs 
can be found, for instance, the Sunhordland industry network, encompassing 
about 20 enterprises spread over a substantial geographical area (Claussen 
2003), the Grenland process industry network, originally encompassing a 
small number of chemical plants but having grown to become a network for 
regional development in an area encompassing about 100 000 people (Gus-
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tavsen et al. 2008; Qvale 2008) and the Raufoss industry park with associated 
suppliers, encompassing about 60 enterprises on a concentrated territory 
(Johnstad 2007).  
With a sufficient number of such networks, where the notion of autonomy 
in work is pursued, the national figures will be influenced. They may not be 
radically different from what they would otherwise have been, but suffi-
ciently different to influence the location of a nation on a scale. This is also 
the picture emerging from the European work organization surveys; the 
Scandinavian countries have the highest scores on autonomy in work but the 
differences between these countries and other countries are gradual, not 
characterised by a major gap. The point is, consequently, not to look for what 
sets these countries apart from other countries in a more radical sense, but for 
what gives them an edge compared to other countries with which a number of 
characteristics are shared. 
Learning within the field of work organization and workplace develop-
ment, becomes a question of how the networks learn. It seems fairly clear that 
the basis for their learning is their own actions and the local, specific out-
comes of these actions. Evaluations discussing general characteristics of 
national or other broad scenes may, of course, play a role in this kind of 
context, but only to the extent that they link to the local experiences. While 
the LOM evaluation contained a general discourse on Scandinavian versus 
Japanese productivity strategies, a network like Raufoss – where suppliers to 
the automobile industry constitute a major segment of the enterprises – has its 
own evaluation. In the Raufoss environment there is, for instance, a producer 
of wheel suspension systems in light metals that is, within its own segment, 
one of the most competitive in the world. Within this particular market 
segment a strategy for productivity and innovation based on employee par-
ticipation is, in the Raufoss environment, considered superior to a strategy 
based on a more mechanical application of the kind of pre-given “best solu-
tion” often argued in the lean production literature. The Raufoss actors do, 
however, not argue that this is necessarily the case for actors in other con-
texts. The Raufoss actors are, furthermore, strongly preoccupied with how to 
make local co-operation function in terms of arenas and processes, an issue 
where general evaluations will seldom contain much of operational interest. 
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What, then, is needed to penetrate the local-regional networks? A charac-
teristic of the known networks is that they put a lot of emphasis on trust. 
Knowledge and trust are strongly interwoven in the sense that the assessment 
and use of knowledge is strongly linked to the degree of trust placed in the 
source of the knowledge. There is no hard and fast line separating trusted 
actors from those not encompassed by the trust. It is, for instance, obviously 
not so that all actors outside the network are mistrusted. This, however, is not 
the point: The question is what demands are put on actors whose views are to 
play a role in the development of the network. Legitimacy within this area is 
largely assigned to actors who are network members on the operational level, 
for instance managers and union representatives within the enterprises who 
are members of the network. One reason why trust becomes of major impor-
tance is that knowledge of relevance to a network under development must 
generally pertain to what should be done to carry on and strengthen the 
development process. As pointed out by Shotter and Gustavsen (1999) this 
makes the relational-responsive aspects of the knowledge of critical impor-
tance: its ability to enter an ongoing stream of conversations and events. 
In this there is an obvious dilemma facing research: Research will, in most 
cases, come from one or two research environments, in contexts where there 
are many other research environments that may have relevant views on what 
the network should do. How are we to ensure that the views penetrating each 
network are actually the most fruitful, the most updated, the most adequate to 
the task of developing the network? This is a question often emerging in 
relation to programs of the kind discussed above. Traditionally, the research 
community looks upon itself as a universal community, that is: a community 
where all that is said and written aims at all actors across the globe. The users 
should use the best possible knowledge, not the knowledge emanating from 
one single, “insider” group. However strong arguments can be mustered 
behind the idea of using “the best” from all the shelves filled by research, this 
is manifestly not what happens in practice. Only minimal fragments of all 
that is written on networks will, for instance, ever penetrate any specific 
network. Rather than departing from the assumption that a network of users 
can pick and choose from a global pool of knowledge, the point of departure 
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must be to make the research groups associated with each network as able to 
provide rich and differentiated impulses as possible.  
Strategies for achieving this can be of different kinds: In all the programs 
discussed above, efforts have been and are made to make the participating 
researchers into a “research community” with as high a degree of internal 
communication and exchange as possible. Joint publications, a joint doctoral 
program and other steps are taken to expose the research groups to each other 
and to discuss and share ideas between them. By strengthening each research 
group, through making it part of a broader community, the potential for 
interacting with other groups, for instance internationally, is strengthened. 
Whatever is more specifically done, the point is to make the research group 
which actually is in contact with a specific network as able as possible to 
bring in a rich array of impulses. In this way, the development of research is 
made subject to the same logics as the diffusion of impulses between enter-
prises. First, a node of some interested and committed actors is established, 
then steps are taken to make the node into a growth point able to generate 
commitment from further actors until a broader network emerges. Such 
networks can, through regional and other mechanisms, be linked to other 
networks to constitute a broader social movement (Gustavsen 2003; Gus-
tavsen et al. 2008).  
There will be difficulties associated with making external evaluations of 
whole programs, done after the event, fit into and enrich this kind of pattern. 
These difficulties have been present throughout the whole period discussed 
above, but they have become increasingly visible over time. It is reason to 
assume that this is not only because of a more pronounced orientation to-
wards the local-regional from the side of research, but also because there has 
been a real strengthening of local-regional development forces during the 
period. To acquire operational qualities evaluations need to be linked to each 
specific network and reflect the specific characteristics of each learning unit. 
Evaluations on program level can speak to people directly responsible for the 
program and deal with issues that these actors can have an operational rela-
tionship to. Given the continuously stronger emphasis on the local-regional 
processes, external program actors control, however, fewer and fewer of the 
parameters necessary to promote development. What, then, about “the Scan-
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dinavian model” and its claim to be able to unite actors from the state to the 
workplace in one coherent whole?  
The tripartite co-operation on work life issues originally characterising 
this model, can, in Norway, be said to have lasted up to about 1980. After 
this, there have been few initiatives appearing from the centre of society with 
the aim of promoting, say, learning oriented forms of work organization. The 
centre and the workplace have become too far removed from each other for 
the centre to be able to exert meaningful influence. The orientation towards 
co-operation created during earlier periods does, however, linger on but 
largely on the local level. In VC 2010 it was quite clear that the most ad-
vanced forms of labour-management co-operation occurred in old industrial 
centres, providing these centres with a dynamism that are, in most countries, 
found in less traditional environments. The point about the old industrial 
centres is that they are part of the history of the Scandinavian model: they 
have lived it and applied it over generations and they have actors who can 
carry on. In this way they are not dependent on central actors to keep the 
model alive. What, however, about the future? 
The model cannot be kept up indefinitely through the ability of local-
regional actors to remember history, interpret it with reference to the contem-
porary situation and act it out in practice. Sooner or later a society that seems 
to have forgotten this history will level out the traditions and memories. The 
future of the model is linked to the interest in- and the ability of, the emerg-
ing local-regional networks to base their development on this tradition and to 
develop it further. It is, however, linked to more than this. Being a tradition 
on the level of society rather than the region, somebody needs to give voice 
to the significance of co-operation and learning oriented forms of work 
organization on the general level. For this need to be filled, the networks 
must act together and see the upkeep and further development of the Scandi-
navian model as a joint task. Is this realistic? 
It is possible to speculate at length on this issue and no simple answer is 
possible. There are, however, certain trends that can underpin an optimistic 
view. One aspect is a growth in the number and strength of the networks and 
their successive incorporation of other actors, such as representatives from 
regional administration and politics, research and education, and more. The 
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capacity of the networks to organize processes and present arguments is 
growing. In Sweden, traditionally a large enterprise society, it has become 
increasingly common to see economic development as linked to what is often 
called clusters, or technology blocks, of which 50 or so are generally identi-
fied. Denmark has for quite a while been known for its industrial districts; 
areas where enterprises from the same industry are located together within 
limited geographical areas. In Finland the regional may be less pronounced 
on the political level but there is a drift towards the local-regional condi-
tioned by the need for learning on enterprise level (Alasoini 2006; Arnkil 
2008). Finland seems, furthermore, to have maintained a higher degree of 
collaboration between the state and actors in working life. The chief reason 
for this is government policy within the field of innovation. Innovation is a 
“modern” theme that can provide a new platform for vertical integration in 
society.
The declining role of the state as organizer of discourses does not only 
pertain to the issue discussed above: work organization. It is a much more 
general trend and we can already see, within several areas, that broad dis-
courses have to be promoted by other actors. The kind of formation often 
becoming relevant in this context can be called social movement (Gustavsen 
2003). It is social movements that constitute the discursive spearhead in areas 
like democracy, humanism, equalisation between the sexes, ecology and 
climate, and more. State actors generally join the discourses and the nation 
states are of critical importance when it comes to action but they are not 
leading the processes of discourse that make it possible to identify challenges 
and point out ways in which to confront them. Work organization needs this 
kind of context and a clear link to the broader issue of democracy.  
What is demonstrated by the presentation above is more than anything 
else that much has been done in the field and many experiences and argu-
ments have been presented, be it by program actors or evaluators, but the 
experiences and views have had no audience beyond fairly narrow circles of 
directly involved actors. There is no coherent general discourse that can give 
meaning and force on the level of society to issues of work and organization. 
The individual organization is too narrow a framework, demonstrated by the 
point that all changes occurring on this level only, have belonged to specific 
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managerial regimes and disappeared with the disappearance of the regime. 
With the withdrawal of most nation states from the field, and the failure of 
the European Union to follow up on its own green paper on work organiza-
tion (Commission of the European Communities 1997), local-regional actors 
are what remain.  
References 
Alasoini, T. (2006): In search of generative results. A new generation of programmes to 
develop work organization. In: Economic and Industrial Democracy, 27(1): 9-37. 
Arnkil, R. (2008): In search of missing links in disseminating good practice-experiences of 
a work reform programme in Finland. In: International Journal of Action Research, 
4(1+2): 39-61 (this issue). 
Arnold, E./Allsandro, M./Nählinder, J./Reid, A. (2005): A mid-term evaluation of “Value 
Creation 2010”. Brighton: Technopolis. 
Bakke, A. (2001): The report to the benchmarking group. In: B. Gustavsen/H. Finne/B. 
Oscarsson (eds.): Creating connectedness: The role of social research in innovation 
policy. Amsterdam: John Benjamins: 41-48.  
Claussen, T. (2003): Participation and enterprise networks within a regional context: 
Examples from south-West Norway. In: W. Fricke/P. Totterdill (eds.): Action Re-
search in workplace innovation and regional development. Amsterdam: John  Benja-
mins: 83-102. 
Commission of the European Communities (1997): Partnership for a new organization of 
work. Green Paper. 
Emery, F. E./Thorsrud, E. (1976): Democracy at work. Leiden: Nijhoff. 
Engelstad, P. H./Gustavsen, B. (1993): A Swedish network development for  Implement-
ing a national work reform strategy. In: Human Relations, 46(2): 219-48. 
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (2007): 
Fourth European working conditions survey. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publica-
tions of the European Communities. 
Fricke, W. (2000): Twenty-five years of German research and development programs 
“Humanization of Work/Work and Technology”. In: Concepts and Transformation, 
5(1): 133-138. 
Gustavsen, B. (1993): Creating productive structures: the role of Research and Develop-
ment. In: F. Naschold/R. Cole, B./Gustavsen/H. van Beinum: Constructing the new 
industrial society. Assen. Van Gorcum: 133-168. 
Gustavsen, B. (2001): Theory and practice: The mediating discourse. In: P. Reason/H. 
Bradbury (eds.): Handbook of Action Research (first ed.): London: Sage: 17-26. 
Gustavsen, B. (2003): Action research and the problem of the single case. In: Concepts 
and Transformation, 8(1): 93-96. 
Gustavsen, B. (2006): Learning organization and the process of regionalisation. In: 
International Journal of Action Research, 2(3): 319-342. 
Gustavsen, B. (2007): Work organization and the Scandinavian model. In: Economic and 
Industrial Democracy, 28(4): 644-665. 
38 Bjørn Gustavsen 
Gustavsen, B./Engelstad, P. H. (1986): The design of conferences and the evolving role of 
democratic dialogue in changing working life. In: Human Relations, 39(2): 101-116. 
Gustavsen, B./Hansson, A./Qvale, T. U. (2008): Action research and the challenge of  
scope. In: P. Reason/H. Bradbury (eds.): Handbook of action research (sec. ed.): Lon-
don: Sage: 63-76. 
Johnstad, T. (2007): Raufoss: From a learning company to a learning region. In: B. 
Gustavsen/R. Ennals/B. Nyhan (eds.): Learning together for local innovation: Promot-
ing learning regions. CEDEFOP reference series, 68. Luxembourg: Office for Official 
Publications of the European Communities: 102-110. 
Lorenz, E./Valeyre, A (2005): Organizational change in Europe: National models or the 
diffusion of “one best way”? CIRCLE workshop, Lund University, 14. 15. September 
(www.circle.lu.se) 
Naschold, F. (1993): Organization development: National programmes in the context of 
international competition. In: F. Naschold/R. Cole/B. Gustavsen/H. van Beinum Con-
structing the new industrial society, Assen: van Gorcum: 3-120. 
Norges Forskningsråd (1991): Evaluering av Arbeidsforskningsinstituttet. Oslo: Norges 
Forskningsråd.
Oscarsson, B. (1997): 25 år för arbetslivets förnyelse. Stockholm: Rådet för  Arbetslivs-
forskning.
Pelletier, J. (ed.): (2007): Intervention practices in firms. Lyon: ANACT. 
Qvale, T. U. (2008): Regional Strategies to Meet Globalization: How Single Plants 
Innovate together to Remain Viable and Secure Employment. The Grenland Industrial 
Cluster and Telemark. In: International Journal of Action Research, 4(1+2): 114-154 
(this issue). 
Shotter, J./Gustavsen, B. (1999): The role of dialogue conferences in the development of 
learning regions: Doing from within our lives together what we cannot do apart. 
Stockholm: The Centre for Advanced Studies in Leadership, Stockholm School of  
Economics.
About the author 
Bjørn Gustavsen is former senior research fellow at the Work Research 
Institute in Oslo and professor emeritus at the National Institute for Work-
ing Life in Sweden. He has participated in the development of a number 
of work reform initiatives, in Scandinavia and elsewhere, and has written 
extensively on action research, the organization of change, development 
programs and work organization.  
Author’s address 
Prof. Bjørn Gustavsen, Work Research Institute Oslo,  
Box 6954, St. Olavs Plass, 0130 Oslo, Norway 
E-mail: bjoern.gustavsen@afi-wri.no. 
